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Manchester magistrates ; but it must be remembered
that at that time the law was in a very different
condition. It was the opinion of some great lawyers
that the men who got up the meeting were liable to
be tried on a charge of high treason. Hunt and some
of his comrades were in fact put upon trial on just
such a charge. Lord Eldon/who, with all his faults,
was undoubtedly a great lawyer, was himself of
opinion that the charge of high treason could be
maintained according to law, and that also if it could
be maintained according to evidence, then, but not
otherwise, the magistrates were quite justified in
acting as they did ; for Lord Eldon distinctly laid
it down that numbers constituted force, and force
terror, and terror illegality. Now nothing can be
more clear than this declaration, and this declaration,
this construction of the law, is what makes the
Peterloo meeting an epoch in English modern
history. Any large public meeting whatever held
in the open air with the object of bringing about a
reform in any part of the constitution was an act of
high treason, because numbers constituted force, and
force terror, and terror illegality. It is very likely
that Lord Eldon was literally correct in his applica-
tion of the existing law ; but the law was never heard
of in such interpretation after the days of the Peter-
loo meeting.

The indictment against Hunt and his companions
for an act of high treason broke down; the judges
would not have it, and it had to be given up. The
prisoners were then put upon their trial for a dis-
turbance of the public peace, and were sentenced to